Regrettably, the authors' rational distrust of the received tradition-the source of much that is illuminating in the book-is also the cause of much wild speculation. Beginning with the notion that the renaissance constituted a Gramscian "historical bloc"-a social and cultural construction in which a single ideology or value system dominates-they forward a theory of intellectual conspiracy on a massive scale. For them, the renaissance was the initiative of "a self-appointed and self-perpetuating oligarchy" (p. 3) whose organizational epicenter was the Royal College of Music. George Grove, Hubert Parry, Ralph Vaughan Williams were the dynastical figureheads of the renaissance "establishment." Ruthless in their pursuit of a national music, this RCM cadre sought to "colonize" and "convert" all potentially dissident elements, individuals and institutions alike. Those refusing to toe the line saw their reputations ruined, their careers marginalized, and their achievements buried.
That there is a politics informing every cultural expression and activity is (to this reader at least) beyond dispute. To this extent, the authors are surely justified in invoking Antonio Gramsci, who understood better than anyone else the power relationships driving bourgeois culture. Where they are mistaken is in attempting to single out the perpetrators and their misdeeds. Gramsci may have been right about the nature of power, but he was far less certain than these authors seem to be about how to itemize it. Certainly, he knew better than to posit the simplistic causal relationships that permeate this book. The establishment "patronised and lionised" Elgar, we learn, "in an attempt to make him one of its own" (pp. 50-51). George Dyson, "a man of northern, authentically working-class origins," is appointed to the RCM directorship in 1938 "in order to justify the radical pretensions of the musical establishment" (p. 91). Even Arnold Bax, whose Celtic affiliation once "represented a challenge to 'Englishness,'" is "recuperated" by the "dominant cultural centre of National Music" (pp. 172, 174). Always, the renaissance is depicted as moving "towards its targets" (p. 212), advancing its policies and ambitions "with a conscious purpose" (p. 239). Such exaggeration is not the worst of it, however: in eagerness to make their case, the authors also misread sources. (It is no coincidence that the authors' case appears strongest when tackling the renaissance historiography.) Unsatisfied, however, with placing the blame on musical and general "opinion," a notoriously opaque and diffuse force, they go on to implicate the creative artists themselves. The result is a monolithic conception of the renaissance-a projection of hard-and-fast party lines and factions-that quite simply runs contrary to fact, as a close reading of the text reveals. The authors identify Adrian Boult as a prime mover, calling him "the greatest practical exponent of National Music" (p. 170), but forget what they document elsewhere-that he was severely criticized for ignoring English music as BBC music director. They relish the irony of the dissident Frederick Delius's "repatriation" as a quintessential English pastoral composer, but miss a potentially greater irony: that the scheme was instigated by Thomas Beecham, himself "no friend of the folk-song school" (p. 166). Their assertions about the dominance of the historical-pastoral musical style, meanwhile, not only result in errors of fact, as when they suggest that Vaughan Williams's dissonant Fourth Symphony was widely rejected after its first performance, but effectively deny the creative independence of an entire generation. Portraying Gustav Holst as little more than a representative of the folk-song school, for example, they scandalously minimize the achievements of that complex and versatile figure. Even the interest that "nationalist" composers showed in abstract, nonprogrammatic forms during the 1920s and 1930s is dismissed as but a halfhearted, strategic concession to the internationalism of the interwar period. In many respects, the authors' inflexible view of the "pastoral consensus" perpetuates the very distortions and oversimplifications that, in their attacks on the renaissance historiography at least, they so ably expose.
Even granting these problems, there is little question that the most disturbing aspect of this book is not its factual inconsistencies nor its forced interpretations, but rather its arrogant tone. The authors bring an enormous amount of valuable material to the subject and pursue promising, often unprecedented, lines of inquiry. (Among their successes is a perceptive analysis of the renaissance's ambiguous relationship to German musical culture.) And whatever one's response to it, the sheer force of their critical distrust will at least help to ensure that future scholarship in British music avoids the easy solutions of the past. But such achievements are vitiated by their propensity for the cutting remark and nasty aside, a tactic whose only observable effect is that of putting readers on the defensive. Not that the authors are oblivious to this. For them, the polemical tone is wholly justified by the facts of the renaissance's longterm fictions and falsehoods. In seeking to expose these, moreover, they argue the need to demolish the artistic and aesthetic beliefs on which the renaissance was built. Indeed, reducing everything to a political and economic materialism, the authors would deny the very existence of aesthetic values. Art, they assert, is purely about money and power, and the idealism of art-its ability to express genuine protest, even to effect reform-is nothing more than the elaborate confidence trick of the privileged and powerful.
The trouble with this argument (it is also the central failing of the book) is that the evidence offered as ultimate proof of the renaissance's fundamental elitism-its nationalist orientation and "message"-is grossly misjudged. Taking an extreme leftist position, the authors interpret the rise of twentieth-century English nationalism in purely conspiratorial terms. "Englishness," they believe, was nothing more than the strategic cultural initiative by which the ruling class sought to maintain its power in a period of social and economic change. But nationalism was and is in large part an inevitable force, the consequence of improvements in communication and industrial technology and of new forms of centralized administration and economic collectivization. It also grew out of a mood of rising international tension and rivalry. Even conceding that the social elite did much to support and sponsor the new nationalism, especially in its cultural manifestations, the conspiratorial thesis cannot be sustained. Not only were the lower classes not the credulous dupes that the theory implies, there is good reason to believe that Englishness offered much that was progressive and enabling. The push to full democracy was central to the nationalist argument, for example, while its reforming emphasis was deeply concerned with questions of working-class material and spiritual improvement. This is not to say that Englishness did not have regrettable elements or fearful potentialities. At its worst, it resulted in a chauvinistic jingoism that paved the way for Oswald Mosley's black shirts of the 1930s. But the problem with the authors' singleminded devotion to the materialist argument is that they see nationalism only in these terms-as the repressive and rapacious force of fashionable political theory, not the complex and ambiguous one of historical fact. Ironically, for all their talk of the sophisticated interconnection of culture and politics, the authors assume too simple and one-dimensional a relationship between the two. Doubtless, the old uncritical formulations of nationalism and of democracy was central to the nationalist argument, for example, while its reforming emphasis was deeply concerned with questions of working-class material and spiritual improvement. This is not to say that Englishness did not have regrettable elements or fearful potentialities. At its worst, it resulted in a chauvinistic jingoism that paved the way for Oswald Mosley's black shirts of the 1930s. But the problem with the authors' singleminded devotion to the materialist argument is that they see nationalism only in these terms-as the repressive and rapacious force of fashionable political theory, not the complex and ambiguous one of historical fact. Ironically, for all their talk of the sophisticated interconnection of culture and politics, the authors assume too simple and one-dimensional a relationship between the two. Doubtless, the old uncritical formulations of nationalism and of the renaissance's connections to it are in need of revision and careful reassessment. Clearly, there was a link between the renaissance's progressive and reforming emphasis and the presence of a classcultural divide, as its very dedication to working-class "improvement" reveals. But to take the existence of that divide or of that dedication as evidence of nothing more than a continuing exploitation and injustice is to ignore much else that went to make up history. Like any artistic movement espousing some measure of populist principles, the renaissance was laden with contradictions and ambiguities. It will, however, take historians less ideologically motivated and more psychologically penetrating to decode them.
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